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Abstract 

In July of 2017, music streaming platform Spotify reached 60 million paid subscribers, 

nearly doubling from the year before and continuing to grow after the launch of rivals Apple 

Music and Tidal. Users of these services are creating large amounts of data, including tracks 

played and playlists curated. If properly managed, this data could enrich collections by 

illuminating the habits and inner lives of archival donors. However, the limits of proprietary 

software pose a challenge. This article presents methods for collecting data created by users of 

Spotify and other similar platforms which empower archivists to proactively manage music 

streaming data. 
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Introduction 

Like many other digital services, music is increasingly housed online. Services like Apple 

Music, Google Play, Amazon Prime, Tidal, and Spotify are vying for the attention of users 

worldwide. Since its launch in 2008, the web-based music streaming service Spotify has amassed 

over 140 million active users, including 60 million paid subscribers.1 However, archives seem 

largely unequipped to deal with the amount of data that users, including potential donors, are 

creating on these streaming services. For example, consider what methods you or your institution 

would use if a full laptop was acquired in a donation – music streaming could very well be a 

service that the donor utilized on the machine. How would you handle the challenges of a 

donor’s music streaming data, specifically information about what tracks they were listening to 

and when? Individuals are interested in this task as well, looking for ways to have more control 

over their personal data.2 By archiving data created by users on the music streaming service 

Spotify through methods such as scrobbling, playlist preservation, and static screenshots, 

archivists can gain a unique view of a donor’s life, illuminating their habits and creating a fuller 

picture of their inner life, creative process, or place in the cultural atmosphere. With these 

methods, archivists can enhance their collections and empower potential donors to manage 

personal information that is obscured by restrictive proprietary software.  

Background 

This exploration of methods for archiving a user’s Spotify listening history was 

undertaken while the author was a student in the University of Denver’s Master of Library and 

Information Science program and grew out of a personal interest in the accessibility of web-

based data. Spotify typically releases an annual “year in review” feature that informs a user of 

their most played tracks, artists, and the amount of time they spent listening to music. However, 
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the data featured, and its granularity, differ every year. The author found it problematic that the 

company maintained all control over the user’s listening history and how it was presented back 

to them without providing easy access to the data itself. To gain a more detailed picture of a 

user’s listening habits, we must have access to their complete listening history – which songs the 

user listened to and when.   

Potential Applications & Impact 

While these methods have not yet been applied by the author in a working archive, they 

could be useful to archivists in various ways. For archives that collect personal papers, we can 

expect the content of these collections to change greatly over the coming years. Instead of boxes 

of papers and photographs we will be processing whole laptops, smartphones, and more. Much 

of the data created on these devices is hosted on third-party web services, as is certainly the case 

with Spotify. Figuring out ways to mine and collect data from these sources is already a 

challenge for archivists, especially those who are interested in archiving social media 

information, legacy technology formats, and digital art. While not every collection may be 

enhanced by Spotify data, projects like the Salman Rushdie collection at Emory University come 

to mind. Archivists at Emory recreated Rushdie’s computer in an emulator that visitors to the 

archives could explore as if they were accessing Rushdie’s computer themselves: “visitors can 

log onto a computer and see the screen that Mr. Rushdie saw, search his file folders as he did, 

and find out what applications he used. They can call up an early draft of Mr. Rushdie’s 1999 

novel, ‘The Ground Beneath Her Feet,’ and edit a sentence or post an editorial comment.”3 This 

project gives researchers an inside look at Rushdie’s creative processes, the way he organized 

information in a digital space, and how he approached his work. The work of creatives and 

others alike is often enhanced or affected by music. Being able to understand how a person 
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organized their music and knowing more about what they were listening to during pivotal times 

in their lives could add a layer of context and depth to our collections and the research that they 

support. 

 Additionally, these methods can also be advocated for by archivists who are working 

with potential donors and individual patrons seeking to take a greater role in managing their 

personal data. The author’s interest in this project started on an individual level, seeking to 

empower users of the service to gain control over information that is deeply personal, but that 

Spotify uses to power their recommendation services, sell ads, and generally support their 

business without providing it to users. In an age where privacy and data management are hot 

topics, archivists can take a role in encouraging donors and even the public to understand the 

ways their data is being used early and often. This not only empowers individuals but also could 

serve to make our jobs easier in the future. Most of these methods need to be put into place as 

early as possible in order to be effective. As we continue exploring new ways to archive born-

digital materials, encouraging the public to take control over their digital lives could help us in 

the future to avoid problems with missing information and legacy formats that we are currently 

working to overcome. For the purpose of this article, the author will focus on an archival context, 

but it is worthwhile to consider the more personal, long-term impact of using and promoting 

these methods. 

Spotify as a Platform 

Spotify offers users access to nearly 30 million songs through mobile and desktop 

applications as well as a browser-based web version.4 Users can choose between two tiers of 

membership. The first is a free version that incorporates advertisements into its streaming 

service, only allows mobile users to shuffle playlists without the ability to play specific songs, 
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and limits the number of times a listener can skip to another song.5 Spotify Premium currently 

costs under ten dollars per month and allows users to listen to music without advertisements, 

download music to their devices, play specific songs, and skip without limits.6 Spotify has also 

developed an application programming interface (API) that allows app and web developers to 

integrate Spotify services into their programs.7   

Literature Review 

A review of the literature finds research about managing music streaming data is still 

relatively sparse, despite the fact that Spotify launched about a decade ago and competitors have 

continued to build the market. During the early stages of music streaming, Patrick Burkart 

expressed a general anxiety about the developing trend, contrasting it to previous methods of 

music collecting.8 Burkart noted that, historically, the obsession with hoarding records or CDs 

transformed into an obsession for hoarding digital music files and subsequently into an obsession 

with sharing music.9 The author argued that digital platforms disempower users, especially those 

who proudly collected music in a physical form.10 Spotify was launched only a few months after 

this article was published. The trend towards music streaming over physical collecting is 

undeniable, but not complete. According to Joshua P. Friedlander, the Senior Vice President for 

Strategic Data Analysis for the Recording Industry Association of America, “revenues from 

streaming music services accounted for 62% of the total market for the first half of 2017.” 11 

However, in the same report, Friedlander found that vinyl records have seen a notable 

resurgence, representing 29% of physical music retail shipments, the highest since 1985.12 While 

Burkart’s vision of a digital music dystopia has not come to fruition yet, music listening habits 

continue to adapt and evolve. The trend towards digital music streaming is just one example of 

this. 
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In “Popular Culture, Digital Archives and the New Social Life of Data,” David Beer and 

Roger Burrows identified Spotify’s data as a “transactional archive,”13 containing “materials that 

can be searched and purchased, viewed or streamed from the source.”14 In Spotify’s case, this 

includes the actual music files and copyrighted material that the platform provides to its users. 

However, transactional archives also include the data that is generated while interacting with the 

aforementioned resources, creating a second layer of information about the user.15 For Spotify, 

this includes information that the user creates: their history of tracks played and playlists curated, 

as well as all their personal user information. Every time a user streams a song on Spotify, they 

are creating information about what they listened to and when. Beer and Burrows emphasized 

the importance of this duality – streaming services such as Spotify collect user data in order to 

provide recommendations and discovery possibilities to perpetuate engagement with their 

service.16 However, the data created and used for these recommendations is also recursive in 

nature – “data about popular culture feeds back into popular culture.”17 The importance of user 

information created on platforms like Spotify cannot be underemphasized. Not only is this data 

used to create recommendations and shape an individual’s experience of popular culture, it also 

serves to embolden Spotify’s recommendation and discovery algorithms for their user base as a 

whole. Therefore, empowering archivists and their potential donors to understand the often 

hidden data users are creating on these platforms is a worthwhile endeavor to encourage better 

personal data management. 

While not a specific focus of this article, Anja N. Hagen and Marika Lüders investigated 

the importance and significance of social sharing on music streaming platforms.18 The 

researchers found that the personal nature of music listening as well as “impression 

management” impact sharing habits.19 For example, a listener might share a song because it’s 
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important to them, or they might choose not to share a song because it has a specific importance 

to them and they fear that others might not understand.20 Additionally, the information that users 

choose to share or not share is inextricably tied with a public image – people tend to want to 

share music that gives the impression that they are trendy or have good taste, while hiding music 

they might be ashamed to admit to enjoying.21 These findings are useful to consider as archivists 

work with individuals to build future collections. Some of the methods this article puts forth 

collect detailed data about what music people listen to and when. This data is extremely 

personal, and it is important that archivists make sure that potential donors understand what data 

is being collected to avoid invasion of privacy or breach of trust.   

Approaches to Archiving Spotify 

Utilize a Scrobbling Service 

 Many collections can be enhanced with in-depth personal music streaming data. For 

example, if you know an author wrote a certain work during a certain time period, retrieving all 

the music that they were listening to during that time can afford future researchers a unique look 

into that author’s motivations, inspirations, and thought processes. While Spotify is very good at 

collecting data about its users’ listening habits to fuel its recommendation services, it is not very 

good at making this data available to users. Spotify’s API has limited capability to return user 

data. While using it can return a user’s top-played tracks or artists, its access to a user’s listening 

history is limited to the last 50 most recently played songs.22 It can retrieve playlists but does not 

allow us to access information about how often a playlist has been listened to.23 In addition, most 

of this data can only be retrieved if a username and password is provided for a given user.24 

Working exclusively with Spotify, then, greatly inhibits our ability to archive music streaming 

data. To get better information, we need to work with a scrobbling service, the most prominent 
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of which is Last.fm. According to Last.fm, scrobbling is the process by which Last.fm collects 

data about songs that you’re listening to.25 Spotify easily connects to Last.fm through the “Edit” 

menu in the program’s desktop player. It can also be connected to the app, or to the web player 

through a browser extension. Once a service is connected to Last.fm, it tracks each song played, 

thereby compiling and making available the data that Spotify tends to hide. However, it is 

important to note that Last.fm must be connected to each iteration of Spotify individually – the 

desktop as well as each app that a user is connected to. Without ensuring that each mode of 

listening is connected to Last.fm, there can be a large gap in the data collected. Additionally, if a 

user’s account passwords are changed it could affect the connectivity between Last.fm and 

Spotify. Any archivists hoping to use scrobbling as a method should be vigilant about what data 

is being collected, where it is coming from, and what accounts are connected to the scrobbling 

service, which should all be outlined in a detailed donor agreement. 

 After scrobbling is connected to a user’s Spotify account, Last.fm’s API provides better 

methods for accessing this data. If you have programming knowledge or a good relationship with 

your IT department, it would be easy to retrieve this data through a simple, home-built program. 

However, even if your institution has limited resources in this area there are still easy solutions. 

One programmer has made their solution for retrieving Last.fm data freely available on the 

web.26 Simply enter a Last.fm username and it returns a CSV file containing information on each 

track played by that user, including artist, album, song title, and date and time played. Figure 1 

contains an example dataset. One possible workflow for this method is presented in Figure 2.  

<insert figure 1> 

<insert figure 2> 



ARCHIVING SPOTIFY  10 
 

There are a few benefits for using this method. It is relatively easy, does not require 

advanced technological expertise to set up, and requires fairly minimal staff time. In addition, it 

is not only limited to collecting data from Spotify. Last.fm can connect to desktop players such 

as Windows Media Player and iTunes, as well as with other apps, streaming services, and web 

browsers to pick up nearly every bit of music that a specific user listens to. This method returns 

complete, real-time streaming data. In addition, if a user is connected to Last.fm, all you need to 

retrieve their data is their Last.fm username – password authentication is not required to obtain 

the spreadsheet file. 

 However, this method does come with its downsides. Scrobbling cannot be used in 

retrospect – the archivist would need to arrange with a donor to set up these processes on their 

personal computers and web streaming accounts as soon as possible. This is an excellent path to 

take if you have an agreement to collect a donor’s computer or hard drives when they are no 

longer in use, but is less viable for off-the-cuff acquisitions. Additionally, Last.fm collects 

information about every song the user has listened to and when, especially if you have it 

connected with all possible data sources. This may be seen as an invasion of privacy. The 

archivist would need to have an agreement with the donor about what data is collected and be 

completely transparent about the methods used. Finally, this method is highly dependent upon a 

third-party data source – Last.fm may not be around forever, and if it were to shut down or go 

defunct, a huge loss of data is possible. It would be important for the archivist to monitor 

Last.fm’s status and be proactive about acquiring data on a regular basis in case the system fails. 

Collecting Playlist Information 

 One feature of Spotify useful for archivists is the assignation of the Spotify URI, or 

unique resource identifier. This is a code that corresponds to a specific song in the Spotify 
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database. If you have access to a Spotify account, you can access all the songs in a specific 

playlist by Spotify URI. On a Windows computer you would use SHIFT+click to select all the 

songs in that playlist, then right click and select “Share,” then, “Copy Spotify URI.” By pasting 

this information into a text file, you have a quick and easy way to know which songs were 

available in a certain playlist. You may notice, however, that this URI is not human-readable and 

can only be read using methods that Spotify has created. This creates a major issue – the URIs on 

their own are essentially useless. 

 This is another case where you will most likely need programming knowledge to work 

with an API. Spotify’s API contains code for accessing songs by their URI, so it is possible to 

build a simple program for acquiring the track information. A programmer on GitHub has 

developed a program that does just this already.27 This is not as user friendly as the program that 

lets us download Last.fm information, however, and requires a working knowledge of Ruby to 

use. If you’re undertaking any sort of digital archiving, it is helpful to have some programming 

knowledge yourself, or befriend someone who does. This method was not used in this 

demonstration because it was beyond the technical capability available at the time of this project. 

However, a potential workflow for this process is pictured in Figure 3. 

One benefit of this method is that it can work for any public playlists, so there is likely 

data to be retrieved even if you are lacking a username and password for a specific user. 

However, having log-in information is ideal, as it gives you access to much more information. In 

addition, no Spotify playlist is ever truly deleted and can be accessed by logging into 

Spotify.com, clicking on “Account”, and clicking on “Recover playlists.” Again, however, it is 

important to consider the donor and their openness to accessing deleted playlists, and this 

process should be transparently outlined in the donor agreement. Additionally, the Spotify URI 



ARCHIVING SPOTIFY  12 
 

codes could be especially useful if your archive has its own Spotify account. You can recreate 

the playlists curated by your donor on an institutional account and present them on the web using 

the embed code provided by Spotify. This would be a useful method for increasing access – 

patrons can access and listen to playlists just as the creator would have. 

<insert figure 3> 

There are some downfalls to this method, however. In order to truly preserve a playlist, 

finding a way to retrieve track information from the Spotify URI is critical – this information is 

proprietary and will probably not exist forever. In addition, the archivist would only have access 

to public playlists without a username and password, which limits the scope of the available 

information. This method is also not intended to collect real-time data. Instead, it gives us insight 

into how a person curated and categorized their music, not their exact listening habits. 

Screenshots 

 While this final method is clunky, takes up a lot of storage space, and is ultimately not as 

useful as the other methods presented here, it may be a last-resort possibility for archives with 

limited staffing, time, and technology resources. By taking a screenshot of a user’s playlists, 

profile, or music library, you can capture an image of what their music listening habits were like. 

You would then store this screenshot with the appropriate metadata about when it was taken, 

what it represents, and what collection it belongs to. An example of this workflow is presented in 

Figure 4. This method only collects partial data on the surface level of what is available. It is not 

easy to interact with or transform without additional legwork. The archivist would also have to 

make a decision about the usefulness of this information to researchers – would anyone care 

about a static image of what a certain users’ Spotify pages looked like on any given day? These 

images would not create many viable or innovative possibilities for future use or access, 
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therefore limiting their value. Screenshotting is an option, but one that should only be pursued 

with careful consideration of future use and if none of the other avenues outlined here are viable. 

<insert figure 4> 

Recommendations and Conclusion 

Web- and cloud-based services are a considerable hurdle in digital archiving – how can 

we collect users’ data with all of the possible barriers, in a way that is responsible, respects 

privacy, and empowers individual users of these platforms? Often information is hidden behind 

restrictive and secretive proprietary software programs, users are unaware of how this data is 

collected and used, and archivists are restricted by limited resources. The methods presented here 

do not require a lot of legwork on the part of the archivist or individual, though they are also not 

complete or perfect. A combination of scrobbling and playlist preservation would create the most 

complete picture of a user’s data, assuming the archivist has cooperation from the creator before 

the time of donation. However, based on differing circumstances or needs, these methods may 

not be viable or practical. By adapting the proposed workflows presented here, archivists can 

develop a basic method for preserving Spotify data, and considering these bigger-picture issues 

of personal data management and ethics is a worthwhile endeavor for proactively managing a 

new set of web-based information. 
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